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Mozambique Poacher of Dried Seahorses 
Charged, Illegal Trade Growing in Africa 
By  FINSA reporter  29 June 2021 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Following a tip-off, the Mozambican authorities arrested a Chinese citizen in 
Vilankulo district, in the southern province of Inhambane. Photo: Governo Do 
Distrito de Vilankulo 

The recent news from Mozambique of a poacher arrested and charged 
for being in possession of dried seahorses, will be music to the ears of 
TRAFFIC Wildlife which has been tracking this activity through Africa. 
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Seahorses are part of the family Syngnathidae, along with pipefish, pipe 
horses and sea dragons. They are caught mainly as bycatch in many of 

Mozambique’s fisheries. 

However, all species of seahorses are protected under the law, and the Chinese 
citizen caught with 9kg of dried seahorses he planned to export, now faces a 

long prison sentence of up to 16 years. 

Mozambique Marine Species Protection Welcomed 

International trade 

The international trade in seahorses mainly involves the sale of dried 

seahorses, apparently fetching upwards of USD1800/kg. 

Hong Kong is a major transit hub and the world’s largest importer and re-

exporter of dried seafood products, including seahorses. 

Dried seahorses are used mainly in traditional Chinese medicines. They are 

ground to a powder and consumed either wholly, or in combination with other 

products. 

To a limited extent, live seahorses are also sold for ornamental purposes and 

curiosities. 

Growth of illegal trade in Africa 

A TRAFFIC policy brief “A response to trade in high-value trade in marine 
products between Africa and Asia”, notes that the growth of illegal trade 

between Africa and Asia “warrants urgent investigation.” 

All seahorse species were listed in CITES (Convention on International Trade 

in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora) in 2002. 
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The Appendix II listing was adopted in 2004 and requires all nations that are 
signatories to CITES to submit export and import records for trade in 

seahorses. 

According to the CITES Trade Database, there are many African countries 
reporting dried seahorse exports. These countries include Senegal, which at 

the end of 2016 had reportedly exported about three tonnes of dried 

seahorses. 

This resulted in CITES Standing Committee (CITES, 2019) recommending a 

suspension of trade of H. algiricus from Senegal for its failure to meet the 

Significant Trade (RST) Review process. 

Other African countries are Guinea, Ghana, Mauritania, and worryingly, South 

Africa. 

The Knysna Seahorse H. capensis, endemic to South Africa, is a protected 
species under the Biodiversity Act of 2004 and listed as Endangered according 

to the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (Pollom, 2017b). 

Other highly prized luxury seafood products 

“It indicates significant levels of unsustainable and illegal harvest and trade, 

which is having a detrimental impact on target marine populations, and the 

local fishing communities that rely on them,” notes the brief. 

It’s not just seahorses, it is also sea cucumbers, shark fins, abalone, and fish 

maws – all highly prized luxury seafood products seen as a symbol of status 

or wealth. 

“Seahorses are flagship species and indicators of ecosystem health for some 

of the rarest coastal habitats,” says Markus Burgener, Programme Co-

Ordinator at TRAFFIC.   

Simone Louw is Project Support Officer at TRAFFIC and author of a suite of 

TRAFFIC reports into high-value African marine products reports, concurs. 
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She says: “Sharks and rays garner comparatively high levels of conservation 
and enforcement attention, as they should, but marine species such as 

seahorses and sea cucumbers are no less important to protect. 

“They play a vital role in maintaining a healthy marine ecosystem, which in 
turn provides opportunities and sustenance for the communities that rely on 

them”. 

                                               ……………. 

 


